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Dr. Stacey Conchie is Lecturer of Psychology at University of Liverpool, UK. We are interested 
in how trust affects risk communication, risk-taking, and safety in organisational settings.  Most 
of our research has been conducted in high risk / high hazard industries like construction, 
healthcare, and oil and gas production.  An emerging area of our work (the focus of this 
chapter) concerns automatic attitude activation about trust, or implicit trust. 
 
 
Summary (50 words) 
When researchers measure trust, they often use direct (explicit) measures like questionnaire 
surveys.  This chapter considers the use of indirect (implicit) measures of trust, which rely on 
reaction times.  These measures are less susceptible to the effects of response biases and 
are more likely to be indicative of spontaneous behaviours. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Although the concept of trust appears in a variety of senses in the social sciences, it is widely 
regarded as a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based 
upon positive expectations of the intentions or behaviour of another (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & 
Camerer, 1998, p. 395).  Many authors have shown that certain attitudes and perceptions 
about an individual can lead to trust in that individual (for a review of the factors of 
trustworthiness, see Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman, 1995).  Trust can then result from the 
activation of a trust-related attitude for the individual to be trusted.  This chapter shall review 
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some of the literature on automatic attitude activation and argue that the use of indirect or 
implicit measures can yield new insights into the nature of trust, specifically implicit trust. 
 
Trust is an important variable to consider, especially in research in organisational contexts.  
Most questionnaire studies about organisational culture / climate include items about trust.  In 
studies like this, participants explicitly consider and state their attitude about trust towards an 
individual (e.g. I trust my supervisor).  However, survey instruments may lead to overestimates 
of trust because they can give rise to response biases like self-presentation and social 
desirability.  Researchers have argued that questionnaire scores not only reflect respondents’ 
attitudes but also the deliberate and conscious manipulation of responses to regulate their 
impression on others (Fazio & Olson, 2003).  Thus, organisational survey data about trust may 
be based on respondents’ attempts to convey that they are trusting individuals by stating that 
they trust their work colleagues more than they actually do. 
 
In an attempt to minimize response biases associated with questionnaire measures, 
researchers have developed techniques that measure attitudes indirectly, or implicitly.  Instead 
of asking for direct verbal reports, implicit measures rely on the automatic activation of 
attitudes. For example, if we say “salt” you might automatically think of “pepper”.  If you do, 
then you likely have a pre-conscious association between salt and pepper stored in memory.  
Now, if we can measure the time it takes you to automatically think of “pepper” after we say 
“salt”, then we have a measure of the strength of this pre-conscious association; the quicker 
the time, the stronger the association.  The same rationale is applied to measuring trust 
implicitly.  If we say “supervisor” and we measure the time it takes you to classify some trust-
related aspect of your supervisor, then we have an index of the strength of your pre-conscious 
association between your supervisor and trust.  Thus, implicit trust is a pre-conscious 
association between an individual (or other attitude-object) and trust-related aspects of that 
individual which can be activated automatically from memory, and is not affected by response 
biases which result from consciously evaluating and stating one’s attitude about that individual. 
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 Automatic activation of implicit trust for an individual should produce a psychological state of 
willingness to take risk with that individual (i.e. the widely accepted conception of trust).  
However, activation of implicit trust is more likely to influence spontaneous behaviours (or 
behaviours that an individual does not try to consciously control) than deliberated upon 
behaviours (See the section on Validity and Caveats, below).  This has implications for 
predicting and explaining behaviours under stress or conditions of high mental workload when 
people may not have the cognitive resources to explicitly consider an individual’s 
trustworthiness. 
 
Up to this point, we have established that implicit measures can give us another important way 
of assessing trust.  We will now describe the method we used for measuring implicit trust, and 
then comment on our personal experience of using this method.  We conclude by considering 
the implications of implicit measures of trust in terms of their predictive validity, and some 
caveats. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF THE METHOD 
A number of methods exist for measuring implicit attitudes (See Fazio & Olson, 2003 for a 
review).   The most common method is the Implicit Association Test or IAT (Greenwald, 
McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998).  Another well-known but more straight forward technique is 
Fazio, Jackson, Dunton and Williams’ (1995) Bona Fide Pipeline.  This section shall describe 
the general procedure used by Burns, Mearns and McGeorge (2006) to measure implicit trust, 
which is based on the Bona Fide Pipeline.  For a detailed description of this procedure (which 
requires a more in-depth knowledge of the issues associated with implicit cognition, see Burns 
et al., 2006). 
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The equipment needed to conduct the Bona Fide Pipeline consists of a laptop computer, 
some software (we used SuperLab), and a 4-button response box.  Participants should first be 
made familiar with the equipment and then told that they will complete tasks in three phases:  
a baseline phase, a priming phase, and a recognition memory test.  
 
Baseline Phase 
The first phase involves presenting target words (words indicative of trust or distrust) very 
quickly on the computer screen one at a time.  The participants’ task is to press a key on the 
response box labelled “trust” or a key labelled “distrust” as quickly as possible to indicate their 
judgment of the word. The purpose of this phase is to obtain baseline reaction times for the 
target words.  There are 10 target words in total: five words indicative of trust and five words 
indicative of distrust.  The five trust target words are:  caring, confide, dependable, honest, 
and loyal.  The five distrust target words are:  backstabber, dishonest, liar, traitor, and 
unreliable (See Burns et al., 2006 for how these target words were developed).    
 
Participants classify each target word twice.  Each word is presented once per block, which 
consists of the randomised presentation of all 10 target words.  Participants can take a break 
in between these two blocks and are encouraged to do so.  During data analysis, the average 
reaction time for a target word is calculated.  This serves as the participant’s baseline reaction 
time for that target word which is used to determine the strength of implicit trust. 
 
Priming Phase 
The second phase is a priming task.  This is the experimental manipulation which measures 
the extent to which an attitude-object (e.g. supervisor) activates and is associated with implicit 
trust.  Participants are told that they still have to judge the meaning of target words, but now 
they also have to remember different primes (job titles like “supervisor”) that flash very quickly 
before each target word.  There are 10 different primes.  Participants are told that it is 
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important for them to pay attention to the primes because they have to complete a recognition 
memory test in the next phase. 
 
Each pairing of a prime and target word constitutes a trial.  There are 20 randomised trials in 
each block.  Over five blocks, each prime is followed by the five trust target words, and the five 
distrust target words.  These pairings are shown in Table 1.  Participants are encouraged to 
take a short break in between blocks so that they do not get fatigued and can react as quickly 
as possible during the next block.  Thus, in this phase, participants have to learn job titles and 
still judge the meaning of the target words. 
 
Table 1:  Primes and pairs of target words presented in the priming phase (Adapted from 
Burns et al., 2006) 
 
Block Prime 
1 2 3 4 5 
Caring Honest Loyal Dependable Confide 
Workmates Traitor Liar Dishonest Backstabber Unreliable 
Honest Loyal Dependable Confide Caring 
Supervisor Liar Dishonest Backstabber Unreliable Traitor 
Loyal Dependable Confide Caring Honest 
Plant Leadership Dishonest Backstabber Unreliable Traitor Liar 
Dependable Truthful Honour Count on Be sure of 
Contract Company Backstabber Deceitful Twofaced Sly Devious 
Confide Honour Reliable Honest Count on 
Shell Unreliable Twofaced Double dealing Liar Sly 
Honour Reliable Truthful Loyal Dependable 
Safety Rep Twofaced Double dealing Deceitful Dishonest Backstabber 
Reliable Confide Be sure of Honour Loyal 
Maintenance Staff Double dealing Unreliable Devious Twofaced Dishonest 
Truthful Be sure of Count on Reliable Honour 
Gas Plant Services Deceitful Devious Sly Double dealing Twofaced 
Be sure of Count on Caring Truthful Reliable Formal Methods 
Sheets Devious Sly Traitor Deceitful Double dealing
Count on Caring Honest Be sure of Truthful 
Permit To Work Sly Traitor Liar Devious Deceitful 
 
The rationale behind the priming task is as follows.  Suppose for example, that a participant 
has implicit trust for his / her workmates stored in memory.  Presenting the prime “workmates” 
very quickly on the computer screen should automatically activate implicit trust.  If the target 
word that is subsequently presented is also trust related (e.g., loyal), then that participant 
5 
 
should be able to classify that target word relatively quickly (i.e. quicker than the baseline 
reaction time for “loyal” from phase one). In this case, responding has been facilitated, which 
is indicative of implicit trust.  
 
To quantify this, a facilitation score is calculated.  This is done by subtracting this (quicker) 
reaction time from the baseline reaction time for “loyal”.  The facilitation scores for each prime 
for the five trust target words are then averaged together and the same is done for the five 
facilitation scores for the distrust target words.  These mean trust and distrust facilitation 
scores are taken as an index of implicit trust and implicit distrust for that prime (see Figure 1 
below). 
 
Recognition Memory Test 
The third phase is the recognition memory test that participants had been led to expect during 
the previous phase. The purpose of this phase is to determine whether participants had 
followed instructions to pay attention to the primes in the previous task.  This is important 
because paying attention to a prime is necessary to automatically activate implicit trust.  Thus, 
this phase consists of the random presentation of the primes used during the priming task 
along with an equal number of new fillers that were not presented in the previous task.  
Participants are instructed to press the key on the response box labelled “Yes” if they thought 
the prime/filler was presented in the previous task, and to press the key labelled “No” if they 
thought the prime/filler had not been presented earlier.  A detection score is then calculated as 
per Fazio et al. (1995) to check that participants had paid attention to the primes. 
 
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE OF MEASURING IMPLICIT TRUST 
Burns et al. (2006) measured implicit trust (as per the method above) at a UK gas plant.  Trust 
is the foundation of an effective safety culture (Reason, 1997) and they used implicit as well as 
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explicit (questionnaire) measures to offer a more complete assessment of trust at that 
particular gas plant, and to investigate the role of trust in safety behaviours. 
 
Burns et al.’s (2006) study was the first and to date the only published study to measure 
implicit trust.  We tested participants individually in a private room at the workplace.  A 
researcher was in the room to welcome participants, familiarise them with the laptop computer 
and response box, explain the procedure, and to answer any questions they might have had.  
On average, it took participants 14 minutes to complete the Bona Fide Pipeline.  The average 
testing session lasted 25 minutes during which participants also completed a  short 
questionnaire about trust at work, and were debriefed.   
 
Most participants reported that they enjoyed completing the Bona Fide Pipeline.  Some 
participants likened it to playing a computer game.  However, some older participants were 
sceptical about using a computer.  Reassuring these participants about their anonymity and 
that their data would be treated confidentially, and reminding them that they were free to 
withdraw from the testing session at any time seemed to assuage any fear or sceptism they 
may have been experiencing as noone chose to withdraw from the study.   
 
Gaining organisational access to conduct the Bona Fide Pipeline proved surprisingly 
unproblematic. The organisation is committed to improving its safety culture and the plant 
manager (who granted research access) was very supportive of research that might yield new 
insights into this.  Given operational demands, it was slightly more difficult to get line 
managers to agree to give worker participants 30 minutes each away from the job to take part 
in the study.  However, in the end 53 frontline workers (approximately 50% of the workforce) 
took part. 
 
Burns et al. (2006) found that workers expressed implicit trust for their workmates but not for 
their supervisor or senior managers.  These data are presented in Figure 1.  The bars 
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represent the overall mean trust facilitation score.  A positive score is indicative of implicit trust 
as the prime facilitated responding.  Conversely, a negative score is indicative of a lack of 
implicit trust as the prime did not facilitate responding.  It should be noted that Burns et al. 
(2006) also reported mean distrust facilitation scores but for the purposes of this chapter, 
these data are not considered. 
 
Figure 1:  UK Gas Plant Workers’ Implicit Trust (Adapted from Burns et al., 2006) 
 
 
An important issue when using this method is to make sure that participants do not lose their 
concentration during any of the tasks.  The reaction times that are measured are in 
milliseconds (i.e. thousandths of a second).  So, if a participant experiences a momentary 
lapse of attention (even as small as 100 milliseconds, one-tenth of a second) on a trial in the 
priming phase, the resulting mean facilitation score would be artificially decreased.  This would 
increase the standard error of the mean for the facilitation score, making it more difficult to 
detect differences in implicit trust between different attitude-objects (e.g. between workmates 
and supervisor).  So, when using this method, it is important to make sure that participants 
take a short break in between blocks during the priming phase so that they can maintain their 
attention on the task and respond as quickly as possible.  Burns et al. (2006) reported large 
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standard errors of the mean but still found significantly greater implicit trust for workmates as 
compared to supervisors and senior managers. 
 
VALIDITY & CAVEATS 
This section considers the implications of implicit measures of trust in terms of their predictive 
validity and some caveats. 
 
Predictive Validity 
The predictive validity of implicit trust can in part be established by examining the relationship 
between explicit (questionnaire) and implicit measures of trust.  Burns et al. (2006) conducted 
correlation analyses between their questionnaire items about trust for workmates, supervisor, 
and the plant leadership, and the respective facilitation scores.  They found no relationship 
between these explicit and implicit measures of trust.  These results are consistent with 
findings reported in the prejudice literature (Fazio et al., 1995; Greenwald et al., 1998) and the 
predictions made by the MODE model. 
 
Fazio and Olson (2003) used the MODE model (Motivation and Opportunity as Determinants 
of whether the attitude-to-behaviour process is primarily spontaneous or deliberative in nature) 
to explain the predictive validity of explicit and implicit measures.  They stated that when 
motivation and/or opportunity [to deliberate] are low, behaviour is expected to be largely a 
function of the automatically activated attitude, and hence, the implicit measure should prove 
predictive.  When motivation and opportunity [to deliberate] are high, the explicit measure 
should be more predictive—presumably because the explicit measure will have been 
influenced by these same motivational forces (p. 305).  Thus, the MODE model predicts that 
implicit trust should influence behaviour in situations of time pressure, heavy mental workload 
or other kinds of mental stress.  So, in order to offer a more complete assessment of trust in a 
particular context, implicit as well as explicit measures should be used. 
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Caveats 
We have already pointed out that the Bona Fide Pipeline measures reaction times on the 
order of milliseconds, and that it is important for participants to pay attention to the task and 
respond as quickly as possible for the most accurate results.  Another issue about the use of 
reaction times has to do with how they should be interpreted.  Reaction times are measured 
on a continuous scale and as such there are no absolute end points like those on a Likert-type 
scale on a questionnaire.  A facilitation score that is significantly greater than zero (i.e. 
baseline reaction time from phase one) should be regarded as being indicative of implicit trust 
because the prime facilitated responding.  However, it is unclear just how strong this implicit 
trust might be.  In order to further interpret Burns et al.’s (2006) findings, we are using the 
Bona Fide Pipeline to gather implicit trust data for common social figures (Burns & Conchie, In 
Preparation).  These attitude-objects are presumably trusted social figures like “doctor” and 
“priest”, presumably neutral figures like “postman” and “police officer” and presumably 
distrusted figures like politicians, “MP.”  These data are being collected independently of any 
field studies so as not to make work-related figures like “supervisor” more salient and 
inadvertently skew the findings.  When complete, this study will offer markers for comparison 
for Burns et al.’s findings and future studies on implicit trust. 
 
One last issue about using the Bona Fide Pipeline concerns test-retest reliability.  Fazio and 
Olson (2003) found that the test-retest reliability for various priming measures ranged from 
very low to moderate levels.  They argued that too few trials in the priming phase lead to 
inadequate and unstable estimates of implicit attitudes.  Burns et al. (2006) used five trials for 
each prime in the calculation of the mean trust facilitation score.  However, where a participant 
made a mistake (i.e. responded to a trust target word by pressing the distrust key or vice 
versa), those trials were removed, and so trust facilitation scores for some primes were based 
only on three or four trials.  
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For our study of implicit trust in common social figures, we are using 10 trials for each prime to 
determine the mean trust facilitation score and 10 trials for each prime to determine the mean 
distrust facilitation score (Burns & Conchie, In Preparation).   We are aiming to establish the 
test-retest reliability of this version of the Bona Fide Pipeline as well as Burns et al.’s (2006) 
version as it is currently unknown. 
 
Another advantage of our revised version of the Bona Fide Pipeline is that it may yield a more 
valid measure of implicit trust as it is based on responses from 10 priming trials instead of five. 
Similarly, this may also yield lower standard errors of the mean for the facilitation scores as 
the trials are broken up into 10 blocks instead of five, giving participants fewer trials to 
complete during each block and more opportunities to rest in between blocks; this should 
prevent them from becoming fatigued so that they can respond more quickly and accurately.  
A potential disadvantage to the revised version is that in order to keep the average completion 
time to about 14 minutes, it can only measure implicit trust for five different attitude-objects 
instead of 10, as it only uses five different primes. 
 
DISCUSSION 
This chapter has shown that implicit measures like the Bona Fide Pipeline can offer another 
important way of assessing trust.  Implicit attitudes have mainly been measured as part of 
studies about prejudice.  Applied research like the role of implicit attitudes in employment 
discrimination is starting to emerge (Ziegert & Hanges, 2005) but these studies are rare.  The 
study by Burns et al. (2006) appears to be the only study that uses implicit measures to 
assess trust. 
 
Although there is a need to continue developing and refining implicit measures of trust, they 
can offer important insights into spontaneous trust behaviours.  From our experience of using 
implicit measures in an organisational setting, managers were receptive to granting research 
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access despite the fact that the Bona Fide Pipeline takes longer to complete than most 
standard questionnaires.  Employee participants also reported that they enjoyed the 
computerised tasks.  However, implicit measures should not be used to the exclusion of 
explicit measures.  In order to offer the most complete assessment of trust in a particular 
context, implicit as well as explicit measures of trust should be used.  
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